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ROBERT BROWNING'S
"IN A GONDOLA"
Sources and Circumstances
Murray L. Brown

obert Browning wrote "In a Gondola" during the same
period he produced several of the shorter dramatic
®?iJl^poems for which he is better, perhaps best knownd
The poem was composed some four years after Browning's first
visit to Italy (and to Venice) in 1838, and two years before his
second visit in 1844. The complete poem first appeared in
Dramatic Lyrics (1842), but at the request of John Forster,
Browning composed the first seven lines to accompany a
painting, Daniel Maclise's The Serenade [Fig. 1], in the catalogue
for the exhibition of the British Institution for February 1842.
Browning composed these lines without having seen the
painting and with only Forster's verbal account of it. During
the next few months, and after seeing the painting, he
developed and expanded the poem to its published form.
In addition to drawing upon The Serenade for the physical
details of the completed poem, my thesis is that Browning
discovered or recalled Cielo [Ciullo] D'Alcamo's "Dialogue:
' I am using the 1981 Yale University Press edition of Browning's poems, edited
by John Pettigrew and supplemented and completed by Thomas J. Collins.
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Lover and Lady" (Italian, or Sicilian, c. 1250), and drew upon
this poem to complete his own7 Despite the lack of external
evidence linking the two works, textual evidence is strong.
D'Alcamo's "Dialogue" affords a dramatic situation in keeping
with the subject of Maclise's painting; it also offers structures,
characters, themes, and plot elements, which Browning
apparently conjoins with the original lines he produced for The
Serenade. Browning's poem, however, is more than a mere
rehashing of the "Dialogue." While Browning employs many
elements of D'Alcamo's dramatic poem, his habit is to invert
them so that new themes emerge. These alterations quite
literally turn D'Alcamo's poem on its head.
At some point in the mid 1830s, probably in 1836,^ John
Forster introduced Browning to Daniel Maclise. By the mid1840s, Maclise had become a painter of considerable promise
and growing reputation."^ In addition to his work as a painter,
Maclise was a gifted caricature artist, and beginning in the
1830s, he treated over eighty literary figures for Fraser's
Magazine that proved to be one of the magazine's chief
attractions.^ Although I do not find that Maclise ever rendered

^ "Dialogue: Lover and Lady" appears in Dante Gabriel Rossetti's The Early Italian
Poets (1861; rpt. London: Anvil Press, 1981), 15-21. This is the only extant poem
by this early figure, but (as in the case of Sordello) it can be assumed that he
composed many others. The earhest known manuscript of the poem is found in
the Vatican (codex 3793), and although it is an anonymous copy, a sixteenth
century commentator, A. Calocci (d. 1547), attributed the poem to "Cielo dal
Camo" in the margin of the manuscript. See Aristide Marigo, ed., De Vulgari
Eloquentia (Firenze: Felice le Monnier, 1957), 103n33. For a modern edition of
the poem see Poeti del Duecento, vol. I, ed. Riccardo Ricciardi (Milano, Napoh,
1960), 177-85.
' See W. Hall Griffin, The Life of Robert Browning, 3rd ed. Harry Christopher
Minchin (London: Methuen, 1938), 76.
^ For an overview of Maclise's career, see Richard Ormond, "Daniel Machse,
Burlington Magazine 110 (December 1968), 684ff; and "Daniel Maclise (1806-1870)
—A Major Figurative Painter," Connoisseur 179 (1972): 165-70.
' Ormond, "A Major Figurative Painter," 166. Machse's caricamres from Eraser's
Magazine were collected and published in 1874 as Gallery of Illustrious Literary
Characters.

"In a Gondola'

Figure 1: Daniel Maclise, The Serenade, 1842.
With permission of the Hankamer Treasure Room,
Armstrong Browning Library, Baylor University.
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Browning's likeness in this way, one imagines that Maclise, who
often used literary subject matter in his paintings, would have
had a great deal in common with a poet possessing a fine
understanding of both painting and literature. It is likely these
shared qualities are what first led Forster to suggest that
Browning compose lines to accompany Maclise's painting.
In late 1841 Browning learned of Maclise's The Serenade and
of the artist's plan to enter it in the exhibition:
...Oh let me tell you—I chanced to call on Forster the
other day—and he pressed me into committing verse on
the instant, not the minute, in Maclise's behalf—who has
wrought a divine Venetian work, it seems, for the British
Institution—Forster described it well—but I could do
nothing better than this wooden ware (All the "proper
ties," as we say, were given—and the problem was how to
cataloguize them in rhyme and unreason)
I send my heart to thee—all my heart
In this my singing!
For the stars help me, and the sea bears part,—
—The very night is clinging
Closer to Venice'-streets to leave one space
Above me whence thy face
May light my joyous heart to thee—its dwelling place.
Singing and stars and night and Venice streets in depths of
shade and space are "properties," do you please to see. And
now tell me, is this below the average of Catalogue original
poetry? Tell me—for that end, of being told, I write it. (It is,
I suppose in print now and past help)...^

' Robert Browning to Miss Euphrasia Fanny Haworth, 30 December 1841, in
Letters of Robert Browning, ed. Thomas Hood, comp. Thomas J. Wise (New
Haven: Yale Univenity Press, 1933), 6, 7.
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Forty years later, in response to an inquiry concerning the
whereabouts of The Serenade, Browning explained to Dr. F. J.
Furnivall that:
I wrote the Venice stanza to illustrate Maclise's pic
ture,—for which he was anxious to get some such line or
two: I had not seen it, but, from Forster's description,
gave it to him, in his room, impromptu...'when I did see
it, I thought the Serenader too jolly somewhat for the
notion I got from Forster—and I took up the subject in
my own way.^
"While the fate of the painting immediately following the
exhibition is unknown, all that can be determined with any
certainty is that the painting was not sold at the exhibition.®
The reasons for its disappearance are probably explained by the
reviewers:
It may in some account for the poverty of the
Exhibition, that Eastlake, Leslie, Turner, Stanfield,
Roberts, are all absent—one would wish, for his credit,
that Maclise had been absent too. His picture (255) is
disgraceful to himself and to his art. Seldom has such
depravity of taste been united with such excelling gifts of
mind, eye, and hand, as those possessed and abused by
this clever painter.'
This review may well have convinced the painter never to show
this picture again. Another critic reviewing Maclise's entry for
the Art Journal saw fit to include Browning's stanza within the
review itself.The tepid critique concludes:

^ Robert Browning to F. J. Furnivall, 15 September 1881, in Hood, 196.
' See Art Journal for March, 38 (1842): 60.
' The Athenaeum 747 (1842): 171.
Art Journal for April, 39 (1842): 76, item 255.
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We have quoted the passage pictured, less to justify the
somewhat fantastic air and character of the cavalier, than
as an example of exceedingly rich and graceful versifica
tion from the pen of a poet, kindred to Maclise in
imagination and mind.
The Spectator's reviewer also found little to praise in Maclise's
painting and maintained that while "There is a power and
animal spirit in the design...it is a practical burlesque of the
refined sentiment of the verses of Mr. Browning."" These rank
among the most positive reviews Browning had yet received
and among the worst of Maclise's entire career. While
Browning was obviously encouraged enough to expand the few
impromptu lines he had composed and include them for
publication in Dramatic Lyrics, The Serenade, which was
certainly the object of considerable effort and ability, failed
dismally. Ironically, after Browning published "In a Gondola,"
he must have read a review of Dramatic Lyrics in The Spectator
for December 10, 1842, and discovered that what had
previously been praised as "refined sentiment," was now
"rendered constrained and unnatural.""

" The Spectator 711 (Feb. 12, 1842): 165.
Geoige Santayana disapproved of the immoral position the poem supposedly
upholds, daiming it favors passion over intellect. See "The Poetry of Barbarism,"
(1900) rpt. in Robert Browning; A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Phihp Drew
(Boston: Houghton Mfflin, 1966), 17-35. Percy Lubbock admits much of what
Santayana says about the morahty of Browning's hero, but is intrigued with the
dramatic situation (see "Robert Browning," The Quarterly Review 217 [1912]:
437-57). Seventy years later, PhUip Drew qualifies Santayana's objections, but
continues: "The minute kernel of useful criticism to be extracted from Santayana's
essay is the observation that from one point of view these ["In a Balcony" is
included] are the least satisfactory of Browning's love poems...One must admit that
if all Browning were like ["In a Gondola"], instead of only one poem, then much
of what Santayana says about his love poetry would be justified" {The Poetry of
Robert Browning: A Critical Introduction [London: Metheun, 1970], 404).
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Despite the reviewers, Browning held to his "ecphrastic""
method and to his family of subjects because they had long fed
his imagination. As a child Browning sat on his father's knee
and was repeatedly enthralled by the Tale of Troy and its
marvelous illustrations." As a young adult he continued to
delight in meditating on certain engravings; one such engraving
was after Caravaggio's Perseus and Andromeda-. "We have it on
the authority of a friend [?] that Browning had this engraving
always before his eyes as he wrote his earlier poems.""
Turning to the poem itself, we find Browning's ecphrasis
permits us to enter literally into Maclise's creation to find a
chamber filled with paintings. These pictures possess lives and
personalities of their own, and they interact with one another
in a human fashion. Here the graphic artist clearly engenders
the poetic faculty. In this same balcony room we find the
lady's harp, and in her absence the instrument
Breathes slumberously, as if some elf
Went in and out the chords, his wings
Make murmur wheresoe'er they graze.
As an angel may, between the maze
Of midnight palace-pillars (171-75)

" I use the term "ecphrastic" ia a way similar to Jean Hagstrum's usage in his
influential study The Sister Arts; The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and English
Poetry from Dryden to Gray (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958).
Hagstrmn explains; "I use the noun 'ecphrasis' and the adjeaive 'ecphrastic'...to
refer to that special quahty of giving voice and language to the otherwise mute art
object...My usage is etymologically sound since the Greek noim and adjective come
from ekphrazein...'ta speak out,' 'to tell in full'" (18n).
" Wilham Sharp, The Life of Robert Browning (London: Walter Scott, 1890), 26.
" Sharp, 25. An example of an eighteenth-century engraving after this painting
was done by Joharmes Volpato (1772) and is the British Museum (see Judith Fay
Alberti "Robert Browning and Italian Renaissance Painting," tmpubhshed
Dissertation [University of California at Berkeley, 1979], 3). The engraving is also
reproduced in John Maynard, Browning's Youth (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1977), 160-61. Sharp's accuracy has sometimes been questioned, but W. Hall
Griffin confirms the poet's attachment (123).
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Browning takes this angel from among the pillars, the subject
of one of his heroine's paintings, and lets it strum an eolian
image. Browning clearly indicates how he perceives his poetic
process; the natural harmonies so essential to the romantic
paradigm as presented, for example, in Samuel Taylor
Coleridge's "Eolian Harp" (13-25), have not been supplanted,
but they have been greatly qualified. Browning suggests that his
music does indeed come about by the "one intellectual breeze,"
the difference now being that this breeze is not stirred directly
by God, or by nature, but through the interaction of an objet
d'art and poetic imagination.
It is perhaps unlikely that The Serenade was the subject of
extended meditation by the poet, yet several of the poem's
finished "properties" indicate that Browning did indeed
incorporate into his expanded poem several of the painting's
details. These inclusions extend well beyond the first seven
lines, indicating the painting continued to influence the poem
even though the poet later admitted his dissatisfaction with the
serenader's jollity. Browning's use of the "Smyrna peach" is an
example:
Then a sweet cry, and last came you—
To catch your lory that must needs
Escape just then, of all times then.
To peck a small plant's fleecy seeds.
And make me happiest of men.
I scarce could breathe to see you reach
So far back o'er the balcony
To catch him ere he climbed too high
Above you in the Smyrna peach.
(140-48)
In the painting we clearly see the peach tree below, and the
poem alters the tree's position; it is found either on, or above
the balcony. In either case. Browning makes an indisputable
allusion to the painting. Browning's use of the painting
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decreases as the poem progresses, but even as this primary
influence fades, another commences.
Browning was a dedicated student of Italian literature and an
ardent admirer of Dante. In the course of his study he may
well have encountered a reference to Cielo D'Alcamo in
Dante's prose tract, De Vulgari Eloquentia (I, xii, 6). Browning
had already demonstrated his fascination with the early Italian
poets, and his Sordello (1840), which engaged him for seven
years, is much in keeping with rather obscure source suggested
here. Given Sordello's critical reception, its reputed obscurity
and incomprehensibility, it is little wonder that Browning failed
to admit the use of yet another obscure medieval Italian poet in
his "In a Gondola."
There are numerous parallels between D'Alcamo's poem and
Browning's "In a Gondola"—far more than exist between poem
and painting—and one is tempted to conclude that Browning
knew D'Alcamo's poem intimately.^^ While Tlje Serenade
provided the original impetus. The "Dialogue" provided the
poem's subject, structure, plot, characters, and many metaphors
as well. D'Alcamo's poem is also a dramatic dialogue, but it
cynically recounts a seduction, the story of a wealthy young
woman resisting, however faintly, the persistent demands of her
admirer:

" See Maynatd, Browning's Youth (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977),
305-8.
Many years after Dramatic Lyrics appeared. Browning's young friend, Dante
Gabriel Rossetti, presented Browning with an inscribed copy of his The Early
Italian Poets (1861), an anthology that includes D'Alcamo's "Dialogue." Although
there is no external evidence suggesting Rossetti included D'Alcamo s poem
because he recognized Browning's use of it, it is attractive to think he did. The
volume, which is at Princeton, contains no annotation indicating Browning's
apparent debt to D'Alcamo. I would like to thank Charles E. Greene, Keeper of
the Rare Book Room at the Princeton University Library, for his kind assistance.
I work mostly from Rossetti's translation of D'Alcamo (Sally Purcell, ed. [rpt.,
London: Anvil Press Society, 1981]), but also from Joseph Tusiani's, The Age of
Dante: An Anthology of Early Italian Poetry Translated into English Verse (New
York: Baroque Press, 1974).
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He: Thou sweetly-smelling fresh red rose
That near thy summer art,
Of whom each damsel and each dame
Would fain be counterpart;
O! from this fire to draw me forth
Be it in thy good heart:
For night or day there is no rest with me,
Thinking of none, my lady, but of thee
She: If thou hast set thy thoughts on me.
Thou hast done a foolish thing.
Yea, all the pine-wood of this world
Together might'st thou bring.
And make thee ships, and plough the sea
Therewith for corn-sowing.
Ere any way to win me could be found:
For I am going to shear my locks all around.
(Rossetti, 1-16)
Several indications that Browning used the "Dialogue" as a
primary source appear in its first sixteen lines. The rose is set
up as an object of adoration and symbol of carnal delight, and
reference is made to the seductive nature of the woman's hair.
These are common comparisons and subjects; alone they do
not prove Browning knew the "Dialogue" in 1842. Yet, how
they are used establishes a pattern of inversion, that does make
such a suggestion. D'Alcamo's Lady first mentions her hair
while the "troubadour" makes this comparison in "In a
Gondola." Here the lover first likens her to a rose, while in
Browning's poem the Lady likens herself to the flower. The
divine creature who in the first stanza illuminates Browning's
hero, in D'Alcamo's first stanza sets him aflame with passion.
Browning constructs this series of inversions which he
extends even to his poem's conclusion. In addition to the
examples given above, we can return to Maclise's painting
where we see his heroine toying with her black hair as she
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listens to her serenader; Browning's heroine has the golden
tresses of D'Alcamo's heroine (Rossetti, 78); he chose to have
his hero praise their beauty, whereas D'Alcamo's heroine
knows their beauty and uses it as a kind of coquettish threat:
He: So much as I love thee, thou crimson rose.
Thou wilt be mine at last: this my soul knows.
She: If I could think it would be so.
Small pride it were of mine
That all my beauty should be meant
But to make thee to shine.
Sooner than stoop to that, I'd shear
These golden tresses fine.
And make one of some holy sisterhood;
Escaping so thy love, which is not good.
(71-80)
Browning takes what D'Alcamo's Lady withholds and gives it
to his Cavalier—what was black is become golden. Each of the
Lady's threats are in D'Alcamo's poem countered by her
Troubadour, who, in dialectical progression, anticipates
Browning's treatment. The inversions continue: D'Alcamo's
Lady constantly seeks to rid herself of her admirer and gains
him; Browning's ardently seeks to preserve hers, but loses him.
This shift requires Browning's heroine to be pensive and
accepting, only to lose what she has gained; while D'Alcamo's
is stubborn and unconvinced, she retains her admirer. Both
poems have the same number of principal characters in the
same roles, with the same relative importance to the plot. The
poems are of similar length, and both sets of heroes and
heroines remain nameless. Browning's heroine refers to two
servants—his and hers—and these figures have no models in
D'Alcamo's poem, but may be instead provided by Maclise's
painting. When Browning's hero refers rather cryptically to
"the Three" (104), he muses that
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They trail me, these godless knaves,
Past every church that saints and saves.
Nor stop till, where the cold sea raves
By Lido's wet accursM graves.
They scoop mine, roll me to its brink.
And...on thy breast I sink!
(110-115)

While these may be the Lady's relatives, they are also the
Doge's infamous and anonymous team of assassins. While "the
Three" do not specifically figure in the painting or in the
"Dialogue," a similar threat exists in the latter. When the
heroine, unconvinced as she pretends to be, considers that her
admirer might be harmed, she brusquely replies:
She-. Nay, though my heart were prone to love,
I would not grant it leave.
Hark! should my father or his kin
But find thee here this eve.
Thy loving body and lost breath
Our moat may well receive
Whatever path to come here thou dost know.
By the same path I counsel thee to go.
He-. And if thy kinsfolk find me here.
Shall I be drowned then.^
Marry, I'll set, for price against my head.
Two thousand agostari.
I think thy father would not do't
For all the lands in Bari.
Long life to the Emperor! Be God's thy praise!
Thou hear'st, my beauty, what thy servant says.
(Rossetti, 25-40)
She: ...A boy before he is a man
Could give me as much fear.
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If suddenly thou get not hence again,
It is my prayer thou mayst be found and slain.
(125-28)
"The Three" of Browning's poem appear as the Lady's father
and relatives as they are presented in D'Alcamo.^^ Further,
when Browning's hero quite suddenly refers to his pursuers, it
is as though he expects us to understand their identity without
making clear their connection with the Lady. On this point.
Browning has apparently over-extended his reliance on the
"Dialogue," importing its supporting characters whose roles are
only clarified if we know the "Dialogue."
Both heroines, in both poems, make reference to their
marriages throughout—the subject dominates both poems.
However, Browning's heroine constantly seeks an affirmation
of a personal marriage rite, one which requires no parent or
institution to lend it legitimacy, while D'Alcamo's Lady refuses
a private understanding between herself and her lover: she
presses for his promise of marriage. Browning's heroine
disengages the links of a golden chain and has her lover repeat
vows to her. There are also chains in the D'Alcamo poem, but
these are the "cunning chains...wound about my heart" causing
the serenader to "groan" in pain (Rossetti, 65, 68). Browning
places this private marriage rite near the beginning of his poem,
but D'Alcamo does not mention it until the final lines. From
the beginning. Browning displays requited love and the
impediments to it, "the Three," while those who serve in this
role in the "Dialogue" are presented not as threats to be
overcome, but as the Lady's protectors. Browning treats the
role of "the Three" in the same fashion he handles the

Browning's interest in the "Dialogue" is almost certainly not based on any
identification of the Lady's relatives with Elizabeth Barrett's father. "In a
Gondola" was composed before any relationship or correspondence was established
between Browning and Elizabeth Barrett. See Daniel Karltn, The Courtship of
Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 61 ff.
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metaphoric chains that cause D'Alcamo's hero's sufferings:
harmony becomes discord, and discord, harmony.
Both poems contain references to death by drowning and
death by stabbing. The former, scoffed in D'Alcamo, is subject
for high seriousness in Browning. Browning's heroine, while
reclining with her lover on their gondola, ponders his death:
Dip your arm o'er the boat-side, elbow-deep.
As I do: thus: were death so unlike sleep.
Caught this way? Death's to fear from flame or steel.
Or poison doubtless; but from water—feel!
Go find the bottom! Would you stay me? There!
Now pluck a great blade of that ribbon-grass
To plait in where the foolish jewel was,
I flung away: since you have praised my hair,
'Tis proper to be choice in what I wear.
(116-24)
Browning has constructed another inversion here. D'Alcamo's
Lady shows no fear of her lover's death, and threatens to
drown herself rather than submit to his advances: "There's
nothing now could win me to be thine: / I had rather make my
bed in the sea-brine" (Rossetti, 191-2). It is D'Alcamo's hero
who raises the question of his being stabbed to death, either by
her love, or as a result of it (Rossetti, 161-68), but it is
Browning's heroine who sees the threat as genuine and fears it
(116-18).
In expressing his feelings of estrangement from the Lady's
family. Browning's hero likens himself to a Jew who could
spirit her away across the Giudecca, perhaps to the Lido, where
members of his tribe might offer up the Lady herself "to bribe
/ The devil that blasts them unless he imbibe" (64-70).
D'Alcamo's Lady assures us that her troubadour
She-. For Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,

"In a Gondola"

185

Three times I cross myself.
Thou art no godless heretic,
Nor Tew, whose God's his pelf:
(201-04).
Browning borrows his hero's supposed Jewishness from the
"Dialogue," and he elaborates upon the "horrendous fables" that
are left relatively undeveloped in the "Dialogue."'' As has
become characteristic by this point, it is Browning's hero who
muses upon his Jewishness, while it is D'Alcamo's heroine who
raises the issue in his poem.
D'Alcamo's hero mentions a rope ladder with which he
apparently plans to fetch the Lady. This is the first hint in
D'Alcamo's poem of defined spatial relationships. The Lady is
placed above her Lover just as she is in both Maclise's painting
and Browning's poem. D'Alcamo places the Lady above her
lover, in her father's house (Rossetti, 123, 124), in her garden
(135), and in a boat (Ricciardi, 74n2). Browning uses these same
locations and presents them in the same sequence.
Like
Browning's Cavalier, D'Alcamo's hero fashions wings on the
shoulders of his beloved, but it is no deification; here she is
likened to a bird he longs to capture and perhaps destroy:
"You thought to put out feathers, / and yet your wings are
dead."^° Browning uses the wings after the same fashion he
handles the fire and light, death by drowning, the golden chain
and many other aspects of the poem: these wings become those
of an angel.
At the close of D'Alcamo's poem, the Lady suddenly, but
perhaps not unexpectedly, relents and gives way to her passion.
She admits that she is herself "aflame." This sense of apprehen
sion followed by abrupt revelation is the precise effect
Browning achieves at the close of "In a Gondola" when the
hero is suddenly, but not unexpectedly, murdered. Just as the

" Tusiani, 205.
Tusiani, 117, 188.
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death of Browning's Cavalier was foreshadowed, so is the
Lady's surrender anticipated in D'Alcamo's poem. In fact, the
suddenness of D'Alcamo's Lady's surrender, and the legalism
she uses to justify it, can be seen as another inversion: Brown
ing's Lady loves openly and sincerely, but marries by personal
ritual, or by mutual understanding; as a consequence she loses
her lover. D'Alcamo's Lady secretly desires and finally uses a
legalism to hold and preserve her future husband from physical
harm. D'Alcamo's heroine is convinced by public forms, while
Browning's heroine is guided by an individual understanding.
The forthrightness of Browning's heroine, her sincerity, her
sole reliance upon her heart as a guide, and her willfulness in
following it, all work to deny her possession of her lover; this,
while D'Alcamo's heroine shuns her lover's advances until he
promises the marriage at which point she acquiesces and they
rush to immediate carnal gratification.
A wonderful symmetry exists between these two poems, one
that raises many questions about romantic love and marriage as
an institution. Does the Lady love or lust.? Is she protected by
her relatives, or is she imprisoned by them.? Do hero and
heroine love according to their own inclinations and rules, or
are they the slaves of familial pressures and institutional ritual?
Is the rose divine, or passionately carnal? Is the heroine's hair
to be cropped for the convent, or to be displayed after the
fashion of Roman maidens? Does this love emit a light or
merely radiate heat? Does the heroine's love offer life or death?
Browning's theme falls from the lips of his dying hero:
...The Three, I do not scorn
To death, because they never lived: but I
Have lived indeed, and so—(yet one more kiss)—can die!
(229-31)
The sudden twists that end both poems, and all the many
other similarities they possess, lead one to consider Browning's
poem as pendant, or even as a concluding act to a drama begun
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by D'Alcamo. Once Browning's poem departs from Maclise's
painting and takes up the "Dialogue," the two works mesh
completely as companion poems. Indeed, Browning takes the
"Dialogue," a comedy, and through a complete alteration of
circumstances and attitudes, transforms it into a tragedy. If we
return to Maclise for a moment and understand that he
attempted to transport not only the spirit of the Renaissance
but its compositional and material practices as well, we may
understand the revitalizing process to which Maclise and
Browning were committed. These qualities are what attracted
Rossetti to both of these men. Browning essentially decon
structs the "Dialogue," and whereas Santayana (see nl2) asserts
that this poem holds passion above reason, I am certain that
Browning would not have considered the charge as an indict
ment. In creating this antithetical companion to a medieval
work, he equates the materialism and the emotional oppression
of his medieval model with the reactionary and hypocritical
conservatism of Victorian mores and institutions.

